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White House Backing C.I.A.
On Prosecuting Publications

By STEPHEN ENGELBERG
Special to The New York Times

WASHINGTON, May 8 — The White
House said today that it favored prose-
cutign of individuals or publications
that may have violated laws barring
unauthorized disclosure of classified
information.

Larry Speakes, the chief White

: House spokesman, said the Justice De-

partment would decide whether to
prosecute five publications that Wil-
liam J. Casey, Director of Central In-
telligence, contends violated the law
with recent reports related to intelli-
gence-gathering on Libya.

‘‘Anyone who violates the law should
be prosecuted, whether it be a publica-
tion or whether it would be a member
of the Administration that is leaking in-
formation,”’ said Mr. Speakes. He
noted that the Defense Department re-
cently dismissed an employee on the
ground that he had disclosed classified
information to reporters.

He said the question of whether to
proceed against the newspapers
‘“‘would be a matter of prosecutorial
discretion, which means the Justice
Department would decide whether to
prosecute or not."”’

Reagan Administration officials said
no decision had been reached on bring-
ing charges against the news organiza-
tions, which have been identified by
Mr. Casey as The New York Times,
The Washington Post, The Washington
Times, Time and Newsweek. The offi-
cials said that senior aides to Attorney
General Edwin Meese 3d had ex-
pressed no enthusiasm for the idea.

Editors of the news organizations
identified by Mr. Casey have said they
were not aware of publishing any arti-
cle that violated the law.

Meeting With Washington Post

The issue arose last Friday when Mr.
Casey told two editors of The Washing-
ton Post that he would recommend
prosecution if it went ahead with a
planned story on the National Security
Agency. He also told the editors he be-
lieved unspecified articles already pub-
lished by that newspaper and four
other news organizations were viola-
tions of the law.

Officials said that after his remarks
to the Washington Post editors, Mr.
Casey went to the Justice Department
where he told Deputy Attorney General
D. Lowell Jensen of his belief that five
news organizations had broken the law

by publishing artcles on intelligence.
Mr. Casey, the officials said, was refer-
ring to a 1950 law that makes it a crime
to reveal information about American
ciphers, code-breaking and other com-
munications intelligence.

The main function of the National Se-

curity Agency is to intercept communi- ;

cations, and officials said The Wash-

ington Post has thus far withheld from -

publication a report describing some
N.S.A. systems thought to have been
compromised by Ronald W. Pelton, a
former employee of the agency who is
awaiting trial on espionage charges.

‘A Very Good Question’

Benjamin C. Bradlee, editor in chief
of The Washingon Post, said in an in-
terview earlier this week that he did
not believe the report would violate na-
tional security. Asked why the newspa-
per would withhold a report describing
what was already known to the Soviet
Union, he said, “That’'s a very good
question.”’

Reporters at The Washington Post
said the newsroom atmosphere had not

-been affected by the threat of prosecu-

tion or the temporary decision to hold
publication of the story. One reporter
said that since Mr. Bradlee’s instincts
in favor of publishing articles about
sensitive documents were well-known,
the staff assumed that there must be a
good reason for waiting on the report.

Mr. Bradlee said no decision has
been made on whether to publish the
disputed report. He said the paper is
continuing to weigh the claims of the
Administration that it would damage
national security. In an earlier inter-
view this week, Mr. Bradlee said he did
not bejieve these assertions.

The C.1.A., according to officials, has
argued within the Administration that
the publication of a story by The Wash-
ington Post would be damaging be-
cause it would authenticate and explain
what the Soviet Union has already ob-
tained from Mr. Pelton.

They argued that the Soviet authori-
ties at this’point were not entirely cer-
tain of what they had learned from Mr.
Pelton, the former N.S.A. official.

The 1950 law on communications,
Section 798 of the United States Crimi-
nal Code, carries a maximum penaity
of 10 years in prison and a $10,000 fine.
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